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XVIII
FABLES  AND PROVERBS

BY far the most popular account of life in
Ancient India is to be found in the JATAKAS
or Birth Stories of the Buddha.    They are
biographies of Gotama's various incarnations,
brimful   with   fun,   practical   wisdom.,   and
incidents taken from the life of the people.
If we want to know something of Mesopo-
tamian   civilisation,   about   A.D.    800  when
Harun - al - Rashid  was   Commander   of  the
Faithful, the Arabian Nights inform us ever
so   much   better   about   the   doings  of  the
multitudes that were buzzing in the streets
and swarming in the warehouses of Bagdad
than  learned   volumes   of   Oriental  history.
Similarly, the J&taka stories are  like vivid
flashes  throwing   light   on   the  old  Indian
panorama of bazaar  and caravan, farmyard
and barracks, the busy workshop and quiet
cloister.    The  Jatakas  are  the  oldest  fairy
tales of the Aryan race, but not so generally
known in Europe as another collection called
PANCHA - TANTRA   or   the   Five    Books    of